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specialises in basic biomedical 
research and drug discovery. It 
was established in 2003 with major 
financial incentives from the state 
and is due to move into permanent 
accommodation by early 2009. 
Max Planck and Scripps plan to 
collaborate on health research. 
Moreover, the Germans and their 
US hosts hope that the presence of 
these two institutes will swiftly attract 
related companies and lead to the 
crystallisation of a biotech cluster.
With this reasoning, Palm Beach 
County’s Board of Commissioners 
approved a $86.9 million grant for the 
building. Together with contributions 
from FAU and other partners, the 
funding totals $94 million, matching 
a separate payout from Florida’s 
Innovation Incentive Fund, which was 
agreed in March. With the start-up 
funding secured, the foundation of 
the new institute is now a certainty. It 
will move into temporary facilities on 
the FAU campus in the spring of 2009, 
and building work on its permanent 
home is expected to start in 2010.
The institute plans to employ 
around 150 researchers, mainly 
working on imaging techniques, 
ultimately aimed at biomedical 
applications. Max Planck president 
Peter Gruss said: “When we achieve 
a deeper understanding of the 
structure, dynamics and function of 
molecules and tissues, we can then 
address some of the most challenging 
problems in biology, bioengineering, 
and medicine, which can ultimately 
be used to help improve medical 
diagnostics and medical care.”
It will also offer space to visiting 
scholars and engage in education 
through collaboration with FAU and 
local schools. Peter Gruss promised: 
“We will invest three percent of net 
royalty revenue generated through 
our Florida-based research into the 
promotion of science education, 
such as scholarships to local science 
students.” 
For the Max Planck Society and 
German science in general, the 
Florida institute will also be a valuable 
foothold in the US, facilitating 
collaborations and transatlantic 
moves of German and international 
researchers. The society has a track 
record of luring highly successful 
scientists back from overseas. 
Especially for researchers who 
had breakthrough success in the 
US, and who wouldn’t be tempted 
by German professorships, the 
offer of the directorship of a Max 
Planck ‘Abteilung’ has often been 
the key to reversing the brain drain, 
demonstrating its competitiveness 
on a global scale.  Similarly, the 
society, which has produced 17 Nobel 
laureates so far, will see its move into 
sunny Florida not as an escape from 
Germany, but as a bid to compete 
with the world’s finest.
Along these lines, the society is 
also looking to establish a number 
of more loosely associated ‘partner 
institutes’ in other countries, following 
the example of the Institute for 
Computational Biology in Shanghai, 
a joint venture of the MPS and the 
Chinese Academy of Sciences. Such 
partner institutes are also under 
consideration in Argentina and India, 
where the society already collaborates 
with nine different groups. “Following 
a systematic analysis of local 
conditions and dependent on the 
overseas partner, we are endeavouring 
to find and establish the ideal form 
of cooperation to suit each location,” 
Peter Gruss explained. “Our aim is to 
strengthen the presence of German 
science in those key countries that are 
of decisive importance to us.”
Link: http://www.mpg.de/english/portal/
index.html
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Anniversary: This year marks 150 years 
since the birth of Max Planck. (Picture: Sci-
ence Source/Science Photo Library.)One glimmer of positive news amongst 
mostly negative assessments in the 
recent IUCN’s report on the status 
of the world’s primates was the 
discovery of a previously unknown 
and substantial population of western 
lowland gorillas in the Republic of 
Congo. Researchers now estimate the 
population of this species at between 
175,000 and 225,000. The discovery 
focuses new attention on this region, 
which will be crucial if biologists are to 
protect several of our closest primate 
relatives.
A new book, the result of a research 
collaboration over more than  
15 years, has just been published, 
outlining taxonomic details of all 
the main tree species in this region 
of forest, which will provide a vital 
conservation tool for biologists 
working in this area.
David Harris, at the Royal Botanic 
Garden Edinburgh, has been working 
in these Congo forests with his 
colleague Jean-Marie Moutsambote at 
the University of Brazzaville since 1992.
The new book is a result of 
collaboration also with Alexandra 
Wortley at the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh. Sangha Trees is a unique 
account of 522 species of forest 
trees growing in the Congo basin. “It 
attempts to address the scarcity of 
taxonomic information on plants in 
Central Africa by functioning as both 
an identification guide and a training 
manual. It is targeted at biologists in 
need of accurate identifications and 
scientific names for trees,” says Harris.
The book represents “a lot of slow 
methodical work over many years,” 
says Harris. Funded by the Darwin 
Initiative in the UK, Sangha Trees is 
written in both French and English 
and focuses on the key tree species 
in the Sangha Traditional Landscape, 
a network of protected areas in 
the Cameroon, the Central African 
Republic and the Republic of Congo. 
While many authors protect their 
copyright, the new book has been 
published in A4 format to facilitate 
photocopying. It helps readers 
recognise key features of leaves from 
the trees with accurate illustrations by 
A new book detailing the trees in the 
Congo rainforest will provide a key 
help to conservationists.  
Nigel Williams reports.
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New leaf: Edinburgh botanist David Harris (left) and local assistants working on a new project to detail the trees in the Congo forest. (Picture: 
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh.)the botanical artist, Rosemary Wise. 
Space in the book has also been 
left for users to add their own notes. 
Herbarium specimens of all the species 
described are accessible in collections 
in either Brazzaville or Edinburgh.
The book has been welcomed by 
local biologists. Patrick Boundia, a 
researcher working on plant species 
eaten by wildlife including elephant, 
gorilla and chimpanzee says: “This 
book is perfect for us in our everyday 
work. “We spend three or four weeks in 
the field and return with a bunch full of 
plants which we then have to identify. It 
helps us understand more about plant 
distribution and the relevance of that  
to the wildlife we study.”
This Congo rainforest is becoming 
of increasing conservation interest 
because of the unique primates 
it contains. Late last year, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo set 
aside more than 11,000 square miles 
of rainforest to help protect the 
endangered bonobo, found only in 
this country. The US- based Bonobo 
Conservation Initiative (BCI) said that the new reserve amounts to one 
per cent of the Congo rainforest but 
creates a reserve larger than the area 
of Massachusetts.
Congo’s environment minister, 
Didace Pembe, said the area was part 
of the administration’s goal of setting 
aside 15 per cent of its forest as 
protected area.
Sally Jewell Coxe, president of the 
BCI, said the group had been working 
to establish the reserve since 1995, 
when it started meeting with leaders in 
villages that ring the area to persuade 
them to stop hunting the ape.
“We have agreements with many 
local villages that are on the edges of 
the park, and they will be the managers 
and very involved in it,” she said.
Start-up funding has been provided 
through a grant of $50,000 from the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service and about 
$100,000 from private donors, Coxe 
said.
The bonobo population is believed 
to have declined sharply in the last 
30 years, though surveys have been 
hard to carry out. Estimates range 
from 60,000 to fewer than 5,000 living, 
according to the Worldwide Fund for 
Nature (WWF).
As well as hunting, there is growing 
pressure from logging in the region, 
says Harris. Some tree species are 
already earmarked for protection from 
logging, he says, but the new book will 
help conservationists monitor what 
timber is being extracted.
Harris believes the book covers at 
least 90 per cent of the tree species 
present in this region. I’d be surprised 
if anyone going in now would discover 
more than a handful of new species, 
he said.
And the new book represents a 
victory over local adversity. Honey 
bees and sweat bees, attracted by 
perspiration, swarm around. “I followed 
local practice and rolled up leaves 
in my ears,” to keep the insects out, 
Harris says. 
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